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Abstract 

The phenomenon of migration affects different areas of individual and social life. The individual and 
collective feelings caused by migration (like the pain of separation, the missing of homeland, the feeling of 
territorial belonging) and the negative consequences of settlement in an unknown environment 
(adaptation problems, social integration, social reject, isolation, loss of social and economic status, etc.) 
are very often projected to the music. One of the best examples of this projection is found in the songs of 
Anatolian Greeks created before and after 1922 where they had to migrate from Turkey to Greece. Their 
songs together with a local Greek urban music originating from the lower social classes formed a musical 
genre called today Rebetilco. These songs can be considered as a cultural heritage and at the same time a 
different interpretation of history. By taking the case of Rebetilco, this study aims to show how music 
influences and it is influenced by migration and how the songs can act as a projection and finally as a 
narrator of a community’s history. 


Introduction 

Migration is not just a simple geographical change of individuals from one place to another. It 
is about a transformation occurring to the social, economic, political and also cultural markers. 
The reasons and the consequences of migration significantly affect the life of those who suffer 
from this change. Migration transforms in most of cases the perception of concepts like the 
homeland and the territorial belonging and influences the memories and the cultural identities. 
In cases of forced migration, which is, according to the IOM definition, the non-voluntary 
displacement of persons, in particular caused by the fear of persecutions, situations of armed 
conflict, internal troubles, natural disasters or disasters caused by humans but also in cases of 
population exchange decided by interstate treaties, the negative effects of migration are more 
remarkable. Moreover, these effects are often accentuated by the difficulties of adaptation and 
integration into the host society. The persons concerned by the migration movements 
(voluntary but especially non-voluntary) bring with them together with the souvenirs of the 
past their cultural identity. Depending on the social and economic conditions of their 
installation places, the cultures and the identities of origin continue to live and are transmitted 
from one generation to another. Especially in the case of migrants groups settled in rural areas, 
in uninhabited places where they don t have to live together with another group of migrants or 
locals, they ensure the continuity of their culture more easily compared to the migrants settled 
in neighbourhoods or towns inhabited by different social groups. 

Among the cultural components of migrants, the languages, the dialects, the dress culture, the 
food culture and the dances and music are the ones that attract most attention. On the other 
hand, these elements are not always influenced by the phenomenon of migration and most of 
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them show the continuity of the cultures of origin in the host territories. But musical culture 
not only describes the cultural continuity, additionally in many cases, shows the direct 
influence of migration. 

Rebetilco and migration 

Rebetiko is a folk urban Greek music developed mainly in the beginning of 20 th century in 
Greek cities like Athens, Piraeus and Thessaloniki until the i95o’s. Its roots are located in both 
sides of the Aegean Sea, in particular in big cities like Istanbul, Athens, Piraeus, Izmir, and 
Thessaloniki. Many of these songs are originated from the rich musical tradition of people 
living in the Ottoman Empire. Rebetiko has two main styles: An oriental style called Smyrneiko, 
meaning from Smyrna (Izmir), and another one called Peiraiotiko , meaning from Piraeus 
(Morris, 1980, Pennanen, 1997). In the first style the instruments used are mainly the oud, the 
canoun , the lyra , and in the second style the bouzouki, the guitar, and the Greek tzoura and 
baglama, instruments similar in shape to bouzouki but different in size. 

The reasons of existence of these two styles inside Rebetiko can be found behind the forced 
migration resulted by the war between Greece and Turkey and concluded by the Lausanne 
treaty in 1923. After 1922, a big number of refugees were settled in Greece and particularly in big 
cities like Athens, Piraeus and Thessaloniki. The refugees brought with them their music as 
they were playing it in their homelands. In Athens and Piraeus they met with a particular 
population who was playing its own music based on bouzouki. Bouzouki , a Greek instrument, 
hybrid of mandolin and tambura , had a bad reputation because at that period mainly outcast 
persons belonging to the social underground used it. 

Among the refugees, there was a former middle class, who, before 1922, was living in 
Istanbul, Izmir and other cities or villages of Turkey. Many of them, previously, had high living 
and social standards. Especially in and around Izmir, the Greek community was prosperous. 
They were traders, bankers, lawyers and teachers and had life standards comparable with the 
middle and high class of European cities. As a consequence, this environment was favorable for 
the development of a professional musical sector having as a mission to entertain this social 
class. The songs had a dual influence, one European and one from the anonymous songs of the 
Ottoman tradition created by the different ethnicities of the Ottoman Empire. 

After 1922 and the population exchange between Greece and Turkey in 1923, many refugees 
had a dramatic change in their life. Most of them, when they came in Greece they had already 
lost their profession, their house and their fortune. Despite the efforts of the Greek state, 
surpassed by the big number of refugees, they found themselves in most of cases in a situation 
of poverty. 

Moreover, they had to affront the reject of the local population who treated them as 
strangers or as Turks ( zoupKoanopoi , seeds of Turks). Furthermore, this hostile behavior was 
caused by the fact that many of them could not speak Greek and their traditions, culture and 
way of life were different from the Greeks in Greece. In this unfriendly environment, many 
refugees who before the population exchange were rich and prosperous, as they were alienated 
from the local middle and upper class, they found themselves together with the poor and 
underground urban population of the Greek cities. 

Inside the refugees population they were many musicians. Very soon they tried to practice 
their profession in the new homeland. Most of them were originated from Izmir and Istanbul 
(Figure 1). Before the Lausanne treaty, they were recognized musicians, composers or orchestra 
conductors and they were making international tours, like S. Peristeris and P. Toundas. In a 
short period of time they became composers, popular singers or artistic directors in disc 
recording companies. In the beginning they were playing songs from the past, but very soon 
they started to create new ones, in which they incorporated the pain of the lost homeland and 
the hope for return. 
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Figure 1. Origin of the most important refugees musicians of Rebetiko that came from Turkey 

As an example, the song «The little refugee» describes the pain of separation from the 
homeland. In this song, a refugee finds consolation in a cafe Aman, a place where people were 
drinking and listening Anatolian style songs, named amane. Without the hope of returning 
back, this refugee drinks and smokes hashish in order to find consolation: 

« I am a little refugee, ah, I tell you this, 

I was chased from Smyrna, and since that moment I cry 
I drink and I smoke hashish in the cafe Aman 
Ah, my little one, aman... » 

(The little refugee) 

In another song entitled «Little refugee» the pain gives its place to hope. Here, a young 
woman, a refugee from Izmir is invited to forget the sorrow because one day she will return to 
Izmir and make her nest of love: 

«Smile, my little refugee and forget the disaster 
A day will come where we will return to our familiar places 
In our beautiful Smyrna we will make a nest 
To live with kisses, my sweet love» 

(Little refugee) 

It is at that period that the first style of Rebetiko, the oriental, is established. Unfortunately, 
the authorities and some intellectuals attacked this style. These songs were characterized as 
Eastern ones (avaioXiiiKa), Turkish, or barbarian (Vlisidis, 2004). The reject from the local 
society to the refugees was total: not only was their origin questionable but also their culture. 
Especially the type of song called amanes (similar to the Turkish gazel ) attracted all the 
accusations. One of the principal arguments against amanes was that even Ataturk had 
forbidden similar styles in Turkey. 

We should notice here that the other style of Rebetiko, Peiraiotiko was also attacked because 
of the reference of some songs to hashish and to an unconventional lifestyle. For the above 
reasons it was not a surprise that in 1937 the dictator Ioannis Metaxas applied a censorship to 
the lyrics and the melodies of these songs. This censorship will practically never stop until the 
end of the creative period of Rebetiko, in the end of the i95o’s. 

Nevertheless, even if the refugees were not initially accepted by the local society, the 
musicians of both side of the Aegean Sea started working together almost immediately without 
any complex or rejecting each other. The examples are many: K. Skarvelis with M. Vamvakaris. 
The famous band «The big four ofPiraeus» (H peyaXg zeipac; r ov neipaicbc;) composed by G. Batis 
and M. Vamvakaris together with A. Dellias and S. Pagioumtzis. V. Tsitsanis with G. 
Papaioannou. D. Semsis with A. Tomboulis and R. Eskenazy, etc. 

Thanks to these collaborations and the rich creativity, we can find inside this music the life in 
Turkey before the war, the life in Greece after the uprooting, the feelings, the hopes for a 
possible return, the deceptions and the pain, through the lyrics and the melodies of old (before 
1922) and new songs. 
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Rebetilco today 

Generally, it is considered that the period of creativity (composition of songs) of Rebetilco 
practically stops in the end of the i95o’s (Petropoulos, 1968) where a new style of urban folk 
Greek music, the laika arises. After a short period where Rebetilco is forgotten, in the end of the 
i96o , s some intellectuals and students will start to be interested to this music. They are focused 
mainly to the Peiraiotiko style and the marginal life of the persons who were playing this music 
(we call them Rebetes). Very quickly, the oriental style of Rebetilco will be defined as Smyrneika, 
a characterization that was not existing at the period after the Lausanne treaty, maybe in order 
to give to this music a Greek origin who had been deprived in the past (Pennanen, 2004) 

In Turkey, despite the fact that a root of this music comes from Turkey, it was little known 
until the i98o’s. From this period, Rebetilco started to spread thanks to musicians and music 
bands like Muammer Keten^oglu, Yeni Turku, Orhan Osman, Kafe Aman and Tatavla Keyfi. 

Conclusion 

In this paper, as we consider that music is among the principal elements of the cultural 
patrimony, we presented how music influences and it is influenced by migration. We insisted 
on the fact that songs act as a projection of the community and they constitute an extension of 
the most ancient and traditional aspects. From this point of view, we took as an example the 
Rebetilco music because it reflects the projections of feelings caused by the migration and the 
transgenerational cultural transmission. 

Today, Rebetilco with its two styles is accepted by the Greek society and by consequence, 
the refugees and their culture. Yannis Tsarouchis in an extreme declaration addressing to 
Greeks says that "... Rebetiko is the only proof that we have a civilization .” (Petropoulos, 1968). 
The controversy surrounding Rebetiko that lasted more than half a century finished with the 
triumph of this music that includes two cultures: The culture of a Balkan Greek which resists in 
his own way to the state power (with the mythology created around the underground life of 
Rebetes ), and the culture of an Anatolian Greek, who, even if he lost forever his natal lands 
continues to preserve the memories, the feelings and an Anatolian conscience related with the 
culture of the past through the lyrics and the melodies of Rebetiko. 
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